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Angela Wright’s Mary Shelley holds a significant place in Mary Shelley scholarship because 
it examines the entire Gothic oeuvre of Mary Shelley’s writing career more extensively than 
any other monograph of its kind. Indeed, instead of foregrounding the much-discussed Gothic 
dimensions of Frankenstein, Wright aptly expands her critical enquiry to include stories from 
The Keepsake (1831) and novels like Matilda (1819), Valperga (1823), and The Last Man 
(1826), which Mary Shelley wrote between 1818 and 1831, the years the first two editions of 
Frankenstein were published in. Wright’s extensive publication list, which primarily centres 
on eighteenth-century Gothic literature and the Romantic Gothic, makes her uniquely 
qualified to undertake a study focusing on the terror/horror dynamics of Shelley’s works. 
Aside from very few omissions, which the length of the study justifies, Wright covers 
a wide range of Shelley’s texts, and traces the way these reflect Shelley’s life-long 
preoccupation with Gothic novels. She also helpfully draws attention to a rich variety of 
contemporary reading lists, both philosophical and political, which contributed to the way in 
which Shelley revised the Gothic in her writings. What distinguishes Wright’s book from 
other pivotal studies of Mary Shelley’s works is this informed emphasis on the way Shelley 
repurposed the Gothic to represent the politics of emotion in her writings.  
What is striking about the first chapter of Mary Shelley is the way Wright 
substantiates Shelley’s transformation of eighteenth-century Gothic tropes that induce terror 
into an exploration of the ‘uncharted elements of human character’ (35), and how educational 
experiences condition reactions in the context of terror/horror. In this chapter, which focuses 
on the 1818 edition of Frankenstein, Wright's originality of argument lies not in emphasising 
Shelley's "thinking about education" (30), a recurring point in Mary Shelley criticism, 
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especially in relation to Victor's textbook choices and the creature's humanitarian self-
education. Rather, as Wright insists, it was Shelley's personal readings (Dante and Milton, 
among many others) and experiences which fashioned Gothic images and anxieties in her 
work, making her characters highly complex and original. As far as Shelley’s stance on how 
emotions operate in Frankenstein is concerned, Wright observes that one of the most 
powerful Gothic legacies of the novel is the “transformative” power of the “authorship, 
testimony and rational judgement of the female heroine or victim” (49). Wright carefully 
studies this hidden complexity of the female characters as an underlying source of personal 
empowerment in the novel.  
The theme of female empowerment is further explored in the next two chapters on 
Matilda and Valperga. On Matilda, Wright shrewdly observes the heroine’s rather quick 
restoration to reason and agency after her entanglement in her father’s incestuous desire, 
which, in glaring Radcliffean fashion, Shelley stops from unfolding. In this context, Wright’s 
stress on Matilda’s “strong sense of agency” (63) is harmoniously placed in line with her 
previous exploration of education and female agency in a Gothic context. This gives a sense 
of coherence to Wright’s analysis, which, however, could have been further achieved through 
a more thorough and accurate look on the ways Shelley exploited and rewrote eighteenth-
century Gothic novels in Matilda, and through a more detailed analysis on the Gothic politics 
of Matilda in relation to Shelley’s literary heritage. Of course, there are mentions of 
Radcliffe, Walpole, and Lewis in the chapter, which help the reader pursue the links between 
Shelley’s novel and eighteenth-century Gothic literary legacies, especially concerning the 
theme of incest. But it would be interesting to see more deeply how Shelley’s plays out and 
reworks the theme of reacting to terror/horror in relation to these previous Gothic authors. 
This is skilfully achieved in Wright’s analysis of Valperga, where female agency and “female 
friendships” are seen as means to “expurg[ing], if only temporarily, the horrors to which the 
      Book Review 173 
characters are otherwise exposed” (87). In this chapter, Wright recognizes in Valperga the 
politics of female testimony that also work subtly in Frankenstein; she also unfolds an 
intriguing account of how the female voice expels the horrors of history and works to check 
unrestrained emotion.  
Wright moves on to explore this theme of agency in the face of horror, which also 
stems from Shelley’s personal and authorial experience in the latter’s essay “On Ghosts” 
(1824) and in The Last Man. The apocalyptic nature of the novel has already been 
approached in detail by critics like Morton D. Paley, but Wright shifts focus on the “cathartic 
potential of horror and dread” (102), as well as the characters’ actions in response to this 
dread and loss. In “On Ghosts,” for instance, Shelley, as Wright contends, unravels the 
speaker’s response to grief and loss in the Gothic setting of a house haunted by memories, 
and this is also what Shelley seems to be doing in The Last Man, which, for Wright, is a 
strong testimony of how one handles the catastrophes of death. What gives a particularly 
potent twist to this chapter is its emphasis on Shelley’s “editorial role” (107) in the novel, 
which provides a connection with the theme of female authorship in her other novels, a point 
that could be expanded further in future research.  
Angela Wright finishes her book full circle with a chapter on the 1831 edition of 
Frankenstein, along with The Keepsake, which artfully concludes the analysis of Mary 
Shelley as a female Gothic author, who also draws on eighteenth-century authors like Ann 
Radcliffe. Here Wright carefully draws the connection between Shelley’s revisions to her 
Introduction to Frankenstein and Radcliffe’s “On the Supernatural in Poetry” (1826), whose 
“theorisation of terror” Shelley seems to have utilized (111), an original observation 
unravelled by Wright’s focusing on the changes in the 1831 Frankenstein, as well as on 
Shelley’s short story “Transformation” (1831). Radcliffe’s particular position in this chapter 
serves to further establish the connection with Shelley’s later writings, if only to highlight 
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how Shelley treated the Gothic works of her predecessors. It is quite appropriate to end with 
how the “Transformation,” for example, revises reiterated traits of Gothic characters like 
Guido and Juliet, and their fates. Again, Wright places emphasis on the word 
“transformation,” a physical and mental change under circumstances of terror that Shelley 
revisits in her writings. This idea of “transformation” in the namesake story story and in “The 
Mortal Immortal” (1833) is correctly associated in the last chapter with the dangers of 
“[h]ypermasculinity, dissipation” (118) and emotional overindulgence, under which lies the 
idea of female oppression Shelley unceasingly examined in her works.  
One of the central ideas of Angela Wright’s book is to pay closer attention to Mary 
Shelley’s Gothic work beyond Frankenstein, because, as the author argues, Shelley’s literary 
heritage can reveal to us a great deal more about her multifarious authorial presence than 
what just a short-sighted focus on Frankenstein and its several editions can. It is a book worth 
reading by every scholar of Gothic Romanticism, because it is inclusive and highly coherent 
in its focus. It would be interesting to see more scholarship on Shelley’s later novels like 
Falkner (1837) in the future, which Wright briefly discusses in the conclusion along with 
some other works, and it would also be refreshing to see more on Shelley’s poetical works. 
These doors are opened by Wright’s monograph, and this is the reason why the book is an 
essential addition to Romantic Gothic literary criticism.    
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